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TVNewsCheck In 2020 B.C. (Before COVID), telehealth had no discernable role in the day-to-
day patient care provided by Genesis Medical Associates, a 21-physician 
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independent primary care practice in McCandless. “We were doing zero 
telehealth until March,” said Dr. Tad Scheri, president of Genesis Medical and 
one of the group’s practicing physicians. As the crisis peaked a few weeks 
later, he estimates 60-80% of the practice’s patients were being seen via video 
screen, or in a few cases talking by telephone, rather than meeting in person. 
 
That percentage has since started to go down as the coronavirus spread slows 
and counties in Western Pennsylvania start to reopen for business, but Dr. 
Scheri can foresee the technique becoming a steady 25% of the 
practice. “Telehealth has been a game changer and one of the positives that 
has come out of this COVID pandemic,” he said. “I think it’s going to be here to 
stay.” 
 
The economics of the system began changing earlier this year when insurance 
plans — both commercial and government-run — moved to increase payments 
for this kind of care. In the past, the reimbursements levels were low enough 
they might not have even covered the physician’s overhead costs. And 
COVID-19 effectively slapped a booster rocket on acceptance of digital 
delivery of health care. 
 
Almost overnight, patients with minor ailments began worrying about an 
exposure to the highly-contagious coronavirus while sitting in a doctor’s waiting 
room. Providers, meanwhile, wanted to keep exam rooms open and conserve 
the supply of personal protective equipment for a possible surge of COVID-19 
patients. Telehealth offered a handy and cost-saving alternative: Patients could 
check with their doctors from the safety of their home and physician office staff 
didn’t have to disinfect exam rooms after every patient. 
 
Federal officials boosted reimbursements to providers  early this year and 
many commercials insurers have — at least temporarily — offered reduced, or 
eliminated entirely, patient co-payments for these kinds of 
consultations. UPMC Health Plan has added more than 100 additional services 
to its telehealth benefits since the COVID-19 outbreak, Aetna is encouraging 
its Medicare Advantage members to use telemedicine as their first line of 
defense for non-emergencies, and Highmark is offering providers payments 
that mirror rates offered by Medicare.  
 
Gregory Erhard, Jr., CEO of Preferred Primary Care Physicians group with 41 
physicians in 26 offices throughout the South Hills, says the video 
appointments have become “a pretty useful tool” for them as well. “We’ve been 
reimagining what primary care is going to look like after COVID-19 and clearly 
telehealth is going to be a big part of that.” Dr. Scheri noted that serious 
symptoms, such as those signaling a possible stroke or heart attack, require 
immediate medical attention. But managing a chronic condition such as 
diabetes or lung disease may be adequately dealt with using a online visit. 
 
Patients weren’t sure at first, he said. “I think there was some initial hesitancy,” 
Dr. Scheri said, “but once they tried it, the response has been universally very 
positive.” Dr. A. Mark Fendrick, a practicing physician and director of 
the University of Michigan Center for Value-Based Insurance Design in Ann 
Arbor, has been a long-standing advocate.  
 
He distinguishes “high-value” doctor-patient consultations from those with “low 
value” — choosing the right one for a particular issue to provide the level of 
care that the patient needs without needlessly adding to health care spending, 
which federal officials say now represents nearly 18% of the U.S. gross 
domestic product — or $11,172 per person. “There is more than enough 
money in health care,” he said in a phone interview Monday. “We just spend it 
on the wrong patients and at the wrong time.” 
 
With the arrival of COVID-19, a greater appreciation of the telehealth’s role “all 
of a sudden had to happen and it did happen,” he said. “It is my hope that 
telemedicine will be an integral part of health care post-COVID, and not just 
because of COVID.” – Pittsburgh Post-Gazette  
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Republican Jim Bognet went on Tucker Carlson’s Fox News show last week to 
promote his candidacy for Congress in northeast Pennsylvania. Following a 
standard GOP playbook, Bognet tied the district’s Democratic incumbent to 
high-profile national Democrats like House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and New 
York Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. But Bognet spent the bulk of his airtime 
criticizing another politician over his response to  the coronavirus pandemic: 
Gov. Tom Wolf.  
 
“Let’s open the economy back up in a safe way and stop having lectures every 
day from Gov. Wolf, who’s been a horrible leader,” Bognet said. “... Why hasn’t 
he been talking to the business owners that are auctioning off equipment 
because they need to feed their family? Instead he’s stuck in his office in 
Harrisburg. It’s disgusting.” 
 
Bognet posted the interview on Facebook and paid to promote the video, 
which has been seen as many as 45,000 times, according to Facebook 
data. Every two years, Republican congressional candidates spend millions of 
dollars on campaign ads portraying their opponents as puppets of Pelosi, who 
has led the House Democratic caucus for more than a decade and is deeply 
unpopular among Republicans. They’re still doing that. But during a spring 
primary season overshadowed by the pandemic and the debate over 
reopening the economy, governors have been thrust into the national political 
spotlight — and, for some, into fights with Trump.  
 
In Pennsylvania, that means Republicans have increasingly focused their ire 
on Wolf ahead of the June 2 primary, especially after he condemned local 
officials and businesses as “cowardly” for planning to reopen without state 
authorization. Wolf warned such businesses could face penalties 
and threatened to withhold federal coronavirus relief aid from counties that 
violate his stay-at-home order. Wolf has authorized 37 of Pennsylvania’s 67 
counties to move to the “yellow” phase of his reopening plan, permitting most 
business to reopen. An additional 12 counties will reach that stage on Friday.  
 
By attacking Wolf, Republicans like Bognet can signal to GOP primary voters 
that they are closely aligned with President Donald Trump, who during a visit to 
Pennsylvania last week urged Wolf to move more quickly in reopening the 
state. Standing with the president is paramount for Republicans in areas like 
Pennsylvania’s 8th Congressional District, which Trump carried by almost 10 
points in 2016. Northeast Pennsylvania will also be crucial to Trump’s own 
reelection prospects in November.  
 
Pushing for reopening isn’t the focal point of competitive GOP congressional 
campaigns — issues like illegal immigration and China’s handling of the 
pandemic are getting more attention. But especially on social media, wading 
into the reopening debate offers campaigns a chance to tap into anti-lockdown 
energy that’s engaging potential voters, Republicans say.  
 
Trump’s eldest son, Donald Jr., stirred the pot last week by writing an opinion 
article for Breitbart News with the headline “Gov. Wolf Is Threatening 
Pennsylvanians to Cover for His Own Failings.” “The Republican base has 
certainly been more inclined to say ‘let’s move this along, let’s have some kind 
of organized reopening,’ ” said Chris Russell, a South Jersey-based GOP 
consultant who is advising Dean Browning’s campaign in Pennsylvania’s 7th 
District, in the Lehigh Valley. “If there’s going to be any kind of wave of 
blowback against the governors, you’re going to see it from a Republican 
primary voter first,” Russell said.  
 
It remains to be seen how the strategy may work in the general election. About 
7 in 10 Pennsylvania adults approve of Wolf’s handling of the coronavirus 
outbreak, including 51% of Republicans and those who lean Republican, 
according to a Washington Post-Ipsos poll conducted from late April to early 
May. In addition, 76% of adults said Pennsylvania was either handling 
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business restrictions “about right" or moving too quickly to ease them. Just 
23% said the state was moving too slowly to lift restrictions.  
 
Just 45% of Pennsylvania adults approved of Trump’s handling of the 
outbreak, the survey found, while 54% disapproved. For now, Wolf — a 
second-term Democrat who generally keeps a low profile and who, unlike 
some other governors, has not criticized Trump — is a popular GOP 
target. “These Republican candidates are in a race to the dark corners of our 
society, going for the vote of conspiracy theorists, COVID-19 deniers, and 
ReOpen protesters," said Beth Melena, a spokesperson for Wolf’s political 
team. “So good luck to them in November,” Melena said in a statement. "The 
vast majority of Pennsylvanians approve of the job Governor Wolf is doing 
because he’s been a thoughtful, responsible leader protecting our health and 
safety during these tough times.” 
 
Browning, the Republican running in the Lehigh Valley, invoked the 
Constitution as he circulated a petition on social media to reopen the 
state. “WE THE PEOPLE of the Lehigh Valley hereby declare it time for you to 
reopen the State!" reads a Facebook ad paid for by his campaign. Browning is 
running against businesswoman Lisa Scheller, and the winner will face 
Democratic Rep. Susan Wild in the general election. Trump narrowly lost the 
district to Hillary Clinton in 2016. 
 
Russell, Browning’s adviser, said that from late March to mid-May, “there was 
significant movement” among the GOP base “to the idea that OK, this cannot 
continue indefinitely. The economic pain here is real and it’s starting to hurt 
people.” “You’re going to see a continued embrace of this freedom argument,” 
he said, “that it’s time to get back, that there are certain acceptable levels of 
risk.” 
 
In the Bucks County-based 1st District, GOP challenger Andy Meehan has 
been holding rallies outside the Trump Store, a strip-mall storefront that sells 
Trump face masks in Bensalem. But Meehan hasn’t raised enough cash to pay 
for much advertising in his primary campaign against incumbent Republican 
Rep. Brian Fitzpatrick. Teddy Daniels, a Republican running against Bognet in 
the 8th District, ran a Facebook ad telling voters he was “fighting for your right 
to earn a living." “I am standing up to liberal Governor Wolf who refuses to 
open up Pennsylvania,” the ad says.  
 
Parts of the district have  become coronavirus hot spots. A meat-packaging 
plant in Hazleton temporarily closed after the virus infected almost 20% of 
employees, and an Amazon distribution center has also seen an outbreak. In 
another ad, Daniels posted a photo of himself attending a rally in Harrisburg to 
protest Wolf’s stay-at-home order. Mike Marsicano, another Republican in the 
race, paid for a Facebook ad last week featuring a photo of Wolf that declared: 
“Governor Wolf Needs To Go.” That ad has been seen as many as 125,000 
times, according to Facebook.  
 
And Bognet ran another ad linking to an interview he gave to Breitbart 
News, saying Wolf should either resign or be impeached if he doesn’t open up 
the state “quickly and safely.” The winner of the primary will face Democratic 
Rep. Matt Cartwright. Barney Keller, a consultant for the Bognet campaign, 
said Wolf had insulted business owners by saying they were “selfish” for 
planning to reopen before receiving state approval. “I think Jim has earned a 
lot of respect from voters by standing up for them,” Keller said. Bognet, he 
added, was “the only leading Republican who has consistently been with 
President Trump, and that’s a message we’re going to be talking about in the 
final weeks of the campaign.” – Philadelphia Inquirer  
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